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U N I T E d  S TAT E S  O F  A M E R I C A

The U.S.-China Media Brief (www.
uschinamediabrief.com) is a unique 
media tool developed by UCLA’s 
Asian American Studies Center 
for the U.S. media, policymakers, 
pundits, and all those who are 
interested in obtaining a clearer  
and more balanced understanding  
of U.S.-China relations today.

The following brief summarizes 
some topical issues in current Sino-
American relations, including the 
economy, trade, the environment, 
and human rights. More detailed 
presentations of these and other 
issues can be found at our website 
www.uschinamediabrief.com.  

BEYONd wAShINGTON ANd BEIjING: how well do you know your countries?

LARGEST dAM:

New Cornelia Tailings  
(274,026 cu yds)

LARGEST hYdROELECTRIC PLANT:

Grand Coulee dam
producing 6,809 megawatts

CLEANEST CITY:

Minneapolis
America’s second 
cleanest city in 
2007.

CLEANEST CITY:

honolulu
America’s cleanest  
city in 2007.

LARGEST CITY:

New York
(pop. 8.2 million 
in 2006)

CAPITAL:

washington, d.C. 

LONGEST RIVER:

Missouri River
(2,540 miles)

FAThER OF MOdERN 
AMERICAN LITERATURE:

Mark Twain
(Samuel Clemens)
Born in Florida, 
Missouri

TALLEST BUILdING:

Chicago 
Home to Sears 
Tower, the tallest 
building in the 
U.S. at 1,450ft.

LOwEST POINT:

death Valley, CA 
(-282 ft)

LARGEST ChINESE-AMERICAN POPULATION: 

San Francisco 
(152,620 comprising 19.6%, 
according to the 2000 Census).

NOBEL PRIzE wRITER:

Toni Morrison
Born in Lorain, Ohio

BUSIEST CONTAINER PORT:

Los Angeles 
5th busiest in the world 
(with Port of Long Beach); 
port’s top trading partner 
in 2007 was China  
($111.9 billion)

hIGhEST MOUNTAIN:

Mount McKinley, 
Alaska
(20,320 ft)

There are approximately 
40,000 Chinese restaurants 
in the United States.

The biggest Chinese 
restaurant chain in the U.S.  
is Panda Express with over 
700 outlets.

Highest grossing Chinese 
language film in U.S.: 
Crouching Tiger Hidden 
Dragon (2000) earning  
$128 million

Two Chinese basketball 
players currently play in  
the NBA: Yao Ming (Houston 
Rockets) and Yi Jianlian  
(New Jersey Nets)

dId YOU KNOw? 

INTROdUCTION

On the cover:
Beijing	Planning	Exhibition	Hall
scale	model	of	the	city	of	Beijing

U.S.-China relations are almost 

as old as the United States itself, 

at least since 1784 when bilateral 

trade was first established 

between the two countries.  

Since then, the Sino-American 

relationship has undergone  

two centuries of cooperation, 

tension, Cold War isolation,  

and re-engagement. Today, the 

two countries are inextricably 

linked through globalization.

Number of Chinese tourists 
visiting U.S.: more than 
320,000 in 2006;  
Number of Chinese students 
studying in U.S.: 62,582 
(2006 – 2007) 

MOST POLLUTEd CITY:

Pittsburgh



PEOPLE’S REPUBLIC OF ChINA

CAPITAL:

Beijing

LARGEST dAM:

Three Gorges dam: 
World’s largest dam 
(51,402,459 cu yds) 
when complete, 
generating 22,500 MW.

CLEANEST CITIES:

dalian and Xiamen:  
China’s cleanest cities

Sources: CIA World Fact Book, China Internet Network Information Center, Forbes, National Bureau  

of Statistics of China, Nielsen Netratings (figures for 2007 unless otherwise stated)

Sources: see page 12

Land Mass 3,793,079 sq miles 3,704,426 sq miles

Population (2008) 303,824,646 1,330,044,605

Ratio of Male/Female .97 male/female  1.06 male/female

Race Categories/Ethnic Groups  7 race categories 56 ethnic groups

Currency U.S. Dollar RMB (yuan)

Population of Chinese Americans approx. 3.6 million (2006) N/A 

GdP $13.84 trillion $3.25 trillion

GdP Real Growth Rate 2.2%  11.4%

GdP per capita $45,800  $5,300

Average Annual Income $41,000 $4,091

Unemployment  4.6%  4% (est. 20% in countryside)

Inflation 2.7% 4.8%

Population below poverty line 12% (2004 est.) 8% (2008)

Exports $65.2 billion (to China) $321.5 billion (to U.S.)

defense Spending (2006) $419.3 billion $40-$50 billion

Oil imports 13.15mil bbl/day (2004) 3.19million bbl/day

Mobile telephone users 233 million (2006) 540 million (2008)

Internet users 216 million 225 million (2008)

Number of Billionaires more than 400 42

Number of cities with population 9/0 160/3 
over 1 million/10 million

LARGEST CITY / TALLEST BUILdING 
/ BUSIEST CONTAINER PORT:

Shanghai
China’s largest city (pop. 
18.1 million in 2006); home 
to China’s tallest building, 
Shanghai World Financial 
Center (1,614ft); and China’s 
busiest (and world’s 2nd 
busiest) container port—
port’s top trading partner in 
2007 was United States.

MOST POLLUTEd CITY:

Linfen

LOwEST POINT:

Turpan Pendi  
(-505 ft)

hong Kong

Macau

Taipei, Taiwan

More than 300 million people in China play basketball 
and 30 million a week watch NBA games. More than 200 
million Chinese viewers watched the Nov 8, 2007 NBA game 
between the Houston Rockets (with star Yao Ming) and 
the Milwaukee Bucks (with Yi Jianlian), making it the most 
watched NBA game in history. The Rockets won 104-88.

Highest grossing American 
film in China: Titanic (1997) 
earning $48 million

There are 104 Walmart stores, more 
than 2,200 KFC outlets, more than 
800 McDonalds’ stores (including the 
world’s largest in Beijing), and more 
than 300 Starbucks outlets in China. 

FAThER OF MOdERN ChINESE LITERATURE:

Lu Xun (zhou Shuren)
Born in Shaoxing, Zhejiang Province

NOBEL PRIzE wRITER:

Gao Xingjian
Born in Ganzhou, 
Jiangxi Province

A timeline at the end of this brochure 
also reminds us that the U.S.-China 
relationship did not just emerge in 
the last 30 years, but takes place 
in a historical context of mutual 
engagement in which Chinese, 
Americans, and Chinese Americans 
have all played an important role.

How the mainstream media covers 
U.S.-China issues affects how the 
issues will play out between the  
two countries. Moving forward, we 
all have a stake and a say in this 
most important relationship of the 
21st century.

Number of American tourists 
visiting China: 1,555,500 
(2005); Number of American 
students studying in China: 
10,343 (2005)

LONGEST RIVER:

Yangtze River  
(Chang jiang)
(3,915 miles)

wenchuan County:	
Epicenter	of	May	2008	
Sichuan	Earthquake

hIGhEST MOUNTAIN:

Mount Everest, Tibet/Nepal: 
(29,035 ft) China shares the 
mountain with Nepal.
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At the same time, China’s 
economic growth has 
raised some more 
controversial and troubling 
issues for the U.S.…

China’s economy is the 
fourth largest in the 
world (after the U.S. 
Japan, and Germany)

At current growth 
rates, China’s economy 
is set to overtake the 
U.S. economy by 2035

Average annual growth 
rate of GDP is 9%

More than 400 million 
Chinese lifted out of 
poverty

An overheated 
economy and inflation 
in 2008 

Uneven economic 
growth and increasing 
income inequality 
between cities and 
the countryside, and 
between regions

Unemployment and 
loss of traditional 
safety net (health  
and social security)

Environmental 
degradation

China: The  &  of 30 Years of 
Economic Growth Communist? Capitalist? 

or… 
Today, China describes itself as a “socialist 

market economy,” which means an economy 

combining a mix of market forces, private 

enterprise, and significant government  

control, especially of major industries, which 

are still owned by the state. Many expert 

observers acknowledge that today’s China 

is essentially “Communist” only in its form 

of government in which the state operates 

under a one-party system—the Chinese Com-

munist Party. Even then, the government is 

not a monolithic whole but has within it a mix 

of hard-liners, moderates, and progressives. 

China’s political system is also fairly decen-

tralized, with the central government lacking 

the power to force provincial governments  

to enact or enforce directives.

Contrary to popular opinion that U.S. firms enter 

China primarily because of the low production and 

labor costs, the main attraction for American firms 

remains access to the 1.3 billion pool of Chinese 

consumers. As Chinese exports have been getting 

more expensive and Chinese consumers have  

more disposable income, American firms are finding 

it more cost effective to produce and sell in the 

same market. 

51%
manufacture for sales 

in the China market

24%
manufacture for 

sales in the U.S. 

market

25%
manufacture for 

sales in other 

markets

Of American businesses in China…

Chinese Consumers:  
The Main Attraction

Source: American 
Chamber China Business 
Report 2006

The Positive Impact of China’s 
Economic Growth on the U.S.

Kept inflation down with its inexpensive products. 

According to a Morgan Stanley report, China’s 

inexpensive goods saved American consumers 

$100 billion in 2004.

China’s $1.7 trillion of foreign 

reserves… (70% of which are invested in U.S. 

Treasury bills) have helped finance American 

consumption and spending, from financing wars 

to paying Congressional salaries and writing Social 

Security checks. More Americans are becoming 

increasingly uneasy about being so in debt to  

a “communist” country.

300% increase in U.S. exports to 

China between 2000 and 2007; nearly every U.S. 

state has recorded triple-digit growth in exports  

to China since 2000. After Canada and Mexico,  

China is the third largest export market for the 

U.S. in 2007.

Increased profits for American companies in China: 

in 2007, U.S. firms made over $4 billion in profits 

from their businesses in China, 50% more than a 

year ago.

dId YOU KNOw? 

460 of the U.S. Fortune 500 
companies have operations  
in China in 2008.
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From 1949 to 1978, China  
followed a policy of communist 
economic development, with 
the state controlling production, 
exchange, and distribution. 
Since 1978 when Deng Xiaoping 
introduced economic reform, 
China has undergone one 
of the greatest economic 
expansions in history.  
This has had a profound impact 
on both China and the United 
States, currently each other’s 
second largest trading partner. 
Here are some of the economic 
issues that have come to the fore 
in the U.S.-China relationship.

economy &
trade

The Price of Growth
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Top U.S. Exports  
TO China 2007

1. Electrical machinery 
& equipment

2. Power generation 
equipment 

3. Air & spacecraft 

4. Oil seeds & 
oleaginous fruits

5. Plastics &  
articles thereof

6. Optics & medical 
equipment

Top U.S. Imports  
FROM China 2007

1. Electrical machinery 
& equipment

2. Power generation 
equipment 

3. Toys & games 

4. Apparel 

5. Furniture

6. Footwear &  
parts thereof

Lost Jobs 

Critics charge that China’s low wages and low costs 

have taken jobs from Americans (1.3 million manu-

facturing jobs lost to China since 1998, according to 

the AFL-CIO). Many economists believe that while 

outsourcing has taken some jobs from Americans, 

greater productivity, technological innovation, and  

a shift to service-sector employment are more re-

sponsible for lost manufacturing jobs in the U.S. 

China also manufactures and exports to the U.S. 

more labor-intensive products such as clothing,  

toys and furniture, many of which have been made 

outside America for some years now. On the other 

hand, the U.S. manufactures and exports to China 

more skill and capital-intensive goods like semicon-

ductors and microprocessors, which helps to raise 

the relative wages of skilled labor in the U.S. 

The U.S. has put enormous pressure on the Chinese 

government to revalue its currency. Many elected 

officials believe that the artificially undervalued 

yuan, which makes Chinese exports cheaper than 

they would otherwise be and American goods  

more expensive, is responsible for American  

manufacturing job losses and the huge U.S.-China 

trade imbalance. 

In July 2005, the Chinese government revalued the 

RMB (then at $1=8.27RMB). In June 2008, the yuan 

was trading at $1=6.88RMB (a 20% rise). In 2005,  

it cost Americans $1 to buy that 8 yuan t-shirt; in 

June 2008, it’ll cost you $1.20. As the yuan continues  

to rise, it’ll cost Americans more to buy Chinese-

manufactured goods. But American goods will be 

cheaper for the Chinese.

The U.S. has had a bilateral trade deficit with China 

since the late 1980s but the deficit skyrocketed 

after China joined the World Trade Organization 

(WTO) in 2001. In 2007, the U.S. sent $65.2 billion 

worth of exports to China and imported $321.5 

billion worth of goods, running up a trade deficit 

of $256.3 billion, the U.S.’s largest trade deficit ever 

with a single country. Many economists believe, 

however, that while China sells more to the 

U.S., the trade imbalance is not as large as the 

numbers seem to indicate. 

here’s why:

n China now gets credit for exports that used  

to come from other Asian countries: China is 

now the final assembly point for products that 

used to come from Japan, Taiwan, Hong Kong, 

etc. While Americans may be importing more 

from China, they are importing less from these 

other Asian countries.

n Overcounting China exports: Many of China’s 

exports (nearly 60% by value) are actually 

produced by foreign-invested firms in China, 

including many American companies, who then 

ship these products back to the U.S. for sale. 

These items help to drive up China’s export 

figures, even though the reality is that U.S. firms 

are selling to U.S. consumers, and pocketing the 

majority of the profits.

n Undercounting U.S. sales: Conversely, the 

sale of goods and services to the Chinese by 

U.S. foreign affiliates operating in China are not 

counted as U.S. exports to China. This figure 

totaled $86.5 billion in 2005 and was 70% larger 

than U.S. exports in the same year. If these 

figures were counted as U.S. “exports”, then  

the trade imbalance would not be quite so large.

Looking Ahead

Consumer spending makes up two-thirds of the  

U.S. economy. Until and unless the United States 

saves more and consumes less, the U.S. will 

continue to have a large trade deficit not only  

with China but with much of the world. 

what: American anti-trade momentum against 

China gained steam in 2007 when a number of 

Chinese exports were found to be contaminated, 

including pet food, toothpaste, tires, seafood, 

pharmaceuticals, medicines, and millions of toys. 

Mattel, which manufactures about 65% of its toys 

in China, issued a recall of nearly 20 million China-

made toys, although about 17.4 million toys 

were actually recalled due to design flaws that 

had nothing to do with lead paint or Chinese 

manufacturers. Mattel later apologized  

in China. 

Looking Ahead

Many economists believe a stronger yuan:

1. Will make Chinese goods more expensive  

for Americans and American goods cheaper  

for Chinese (good for American exporters,  

bad for American consumers).

2. Will not move manufacturing jobs back to  

the U.S. (landed costs of China-made products 

are still below those made in U.S.)

3. May reduce U.S.-China trade imbalance 

somewhat, but not solve U.S. global trade 

imbalance as long as Americans consume  

more than they save.

Continued >

2005 2008
Stronger Yuan

I climbed
the 
great 
wall

USd $1
RMB ¥8

I climbed
the 
great 
wall

USd $120

RMB ¥8

Talking Dollars and Yuan

The U.S.-China Trade Imbalance: The Real Story

Food & Product Safety

how: American demand for inexpensive goods 

and China’s willingness to provide them has put 

enormous pressure on regulatory and inspection 

systems in both countries. 

n Cut-throat competition in China means some 

manufacturers will cut corners to make a  

quick buck. 

n  Globalization has led to complex supply 

chains, which increase the potential 

for contamination or mishandling.

The Chinese Government’s Response:

n Stepped up inspections

n Shut down thousands of illegal factories

n Allowed the U.S. access to production facilities  

to inspect U.S.-bound products

n Acknowledged China has a way to go on the issue

Source: U.S.-China 
Business Council

For more information, please visit 
www.uschinamediabrief.com.

Looking Ahead

Economic experts believe that many of the lost 

manufacturing jobs will not return to the United 

States. To remain competitive in the world and 

to ensure jobs for Americans in the long run, the 

U.S. will have to provide education and (re)training 

programs to move workers into new jobs that can 

take advantage of globalization.
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Coal, Greenhouse Gases, Water 
& Desert: The Issues

heavy Pollution: 
Caused primarily by coal burning (70%  

of China’s energy comes from coal),  

factory and vehicle emissions (Beijing 

alone has 3.1 million motor vehicles with around 

1000 new ones added everyday). 16 of the world’s 

20 most air-polluted cities are in China. 70% of 

China’s more than 2 million annual deaths from 

cancer are pollution-related.

world leader in greenhouse gases: 

With all its pollutants, China surpassed  

the United States in greenhouse gas  

and sulfur dioxide emissions in 2008.  

40%— Percentage of global greenhouse gas 

emissions by the United States and China  

combined. Each country demands that the other 

take responsibility for climate change. 

water Crises:
Many of China’s lakes and rivers are polluted 

from sewage, industrial waste, toxic  

chemicals, and agricultural runoff. Nearly 

500 million people lack access to safe drinking 

water. China is also facing a severe water shortage 

(China has 7% of the world’s water resources but 

20% of its population) due to drought, inefficient 

use of water by industries and a rapidly falling water 

table. Many experts think water shortage will be 

the biggest environmental challenge for China in 

the near future as China estimates that its avail-

able water supplies will be exhausted by 2030.

desertification:
Water shortages and deforestation from 

logging are turning once arable land into 

desert and churning up dust, especially  

in Northern China, that is spreading to Asia and  

the United States.

Intellectual Property Rights  
(IPR) Violations

One of the “unfair trade practices” the U.S. accuses 

China of is intellectual property rights (IPR) violation 

(with piracy in everything from computer software 

and Hollywood films to designer handbags and 

clothing). The Business Software Alliance estimates 

that in 2005, 86% of all software used in China was 

pirated, accounting for a $3.9 billion sales loss. More 

than 100,000 cases a year of IPR violation are filed 

by Chinese and foreign companies in Chinese courts 

and other administrative bodies.

China’s Response:

n Adopting more stringent anti-counterfeiting laws

n Conducting public awareness campaigns 

n Closing down markets selling knock-off goods

n Sees itself as a developing socialist market  

economy that needs time to progress

n Values IPR differently: sees high intellectual  

property (IP) costs as 1) attempts to contain 

Chinese manufacturers on the global scene;  

2) a “tax” by less competitive foreign economies 

to maintain monopoly in their industries

Critics Contend:

n Enforcement of IPR laws is weak

n Penalties for infringement are too lax 

n No incentive to enforce laws when counterfeiting 

also creates economic growth for certain cities 

and production hubs

Looking Ahead: 

Ultimately, IPR will continue to be a source of  

tension between the two countries until both have 

the same understanding of and apply the same 

value to IPR.

n Accused U.S. media of over-hyping product  

safety issues

n Placed ultimate responsibility for product safety 

on U.S. government (for drugs and food) and 

on U.S. manufacturers (toys and consumer 

products) —a position shared by the U.S. 

Consumer Product Safety Commission and the 

American Society for Quality, and American 

companies like Mattel and Walmart.

Looking Ahead:

Experts believe that both countries have to work 

together, but success will depend on resources and 

quality personnel on both sides to carry out reforms 

and safeguards.

< Continued from “Food and Product Safety,” page 5

For more information, please visit 
www.uschinamediabrief.com.

150,000
Approximate number of people employed 

by the e-waste industry in Guiyu in 

Southern China, where Americans regularly 

send their TVs, iPods, and computers—

some of which contain hazardous elements 

—for recycling. The U.S. Environmental 

Protection Agency estimates it is up to  

10 times cheaper to export e-waste than 

to dispose of it domestically.
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the 
environment

Going Green:
A Matter of Political and  
Economic Survival

History has shown that as  
all countries industrialize and 
develop, they inevitably do  
so at the expense of their  
environment. China’s situation 
is no different. 

Understanding that addressing its  

environmental problems is a matter  

of political and economic survival, 

the Chinese government is increasingly 

engaged in environmental protection 

and encouraging a culture of “going 

green,” and at a much earlier stage  

of development than the United States, 

Europe, or Japan. But the problems  

are many and China cannot do it alone. 

In an interdependent world, the United 

States both affects and is affected by 

China’s environmental problems:  

pollutants emitted by a factory in China 

that manufactures cheaper products 

for Americans often make their way 

back to America as dust and pollution. 

Both countries have a vested interest in 

solving China’s environmental problems.
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Who’s Responsible?
When criticized internationally, China 
argues that the West bears some 
responsibility for China’s environmental 

problems. Factories that emit pollutants, 

including American and multinational 

corporations, often make cheap goods 

for U.S. and European consumption. The 

UK-based Tyndall Centre estimates that 

23% of China’s carbon emissions are 

due to trade. China believes it should not 

be required to unilaterally sacrifice its 

economic growth to solve a problem cre-

ated by wealthy countries, which polluted 

their way to prosperity. Some see this 

“double standard” as an attempt by the 

West to contain China’s growth. China—

and the United Nations— argue that rich 
countries must cut emissions first 

and help poorer countries to invest in 

clean technology.

Energy Hunger
As China continues to grow, its hunger for 

energy and raw materials has sent it scour-

ing the globe for resources, driving up the 

price of everything from oil to minerals, 

and affecting various ecosystems. At the 

same time, China’s growing investment in 

Africa and its establishment of trade with 

countries deemed unfriendly by the United 

States has become a source of concern  

to the U.S. 

China’s view is that it is merely trying to 

secure resources important to its develop-

ment, has no quarrel with any of the  

countries the U.S. deems unfriendly, and  

is merely being a good neighbor and global 

partner by helping to develop the less 

developed economies.

Cleaning It Up

After two decades of emphasizing economic devel-

opment, the Chinese government announced in 

2007 that economic growth and environmental 

protection were to be given equal weight. The 

government has also:

n Levied environmental taxes 

n Closed thousands of polluting  

factories and mines

n Created a Ministry of Environmental  

Protection

n Created incentive programs to improve  

energy efficiency

n Limited logging

n Passed law requiring export manufacturers 

who violate China’s pollution laws to close

n Set higher fuel standards for cars

n Set goals including having 15% of China’s 

energy come from renewable sources by 2020 

n Spent more than $15 billion to clean up 

Beijing’s air for the 2008 Olympics 

The U.S. and China signed agreements in June 2008 

to cooperate on energy and the environment for the 

next decade. Experts believe the U.S. government 

should increase funding support for environmental 

protection in China, whether unilaterally or as part 

of the international community; American non-

governmental organizations (NGOs) and experts 

can also share knowledge and expertise in energy 

efficiency, environmental legal systems, and eco-

friendly urban planning. Almost all environmental 

experts, whether American or Chinese, agree that 

the United States government needs to set a  

better environmental example or it will have no 

credibility in telling China how to behave with 

regard to its environment. 

Eye to the Future

Challenges remain: 

n China’s continuing industrialization and 

economic development 

n The higher cost of more efficient technologies 

n Lack of enforcement of environmental  

directives at the local level 

n Corruption of officials who often shield  

polluters for economic gain 

n Lack of accurate data and statistics 

n Lack of transparency, accountability, and 

rule of law that would punish wrong-doers

For more information, please visit 
www.uschinamediabrief.com.

Alternative Energy Investment

The Chinese government is also actively developing 

alternative energy sources such as small hydro, 

wind, solar, biogas, and clean coal technologies. 

Many experts predict that China is poised to become 

the leader in green technology and investment  

in the next decade. Already, China is number one in 

the world in the use of solar water heaters, electronic 

bikes, and in wind turbine production. 

99% of households in urban Rizhao city 

use solar water heaters.

The 1st “eco-city”in the world is being 

built at Dongtan on Chongming Island off Shanghai, 

which will provide carbon neutral living for up to 

10,000 people from 2010.

More than 3,000 environmental 
groups have been established in China since 

1994 that help educate citizens by bringing  

attention to local environmental problems and by  

launching lawsuits on behalf of pollution victims. 

The Beijing-based non-governmental organization 

Institute for Public and Environmental Affairs  

publishes a database listing factories (including 

American and multinational firms) that have broken 

environmental regulations.

51,000
The official count of pollution-triggered protests in 

2005. The Chinese public has become increasingly 

vocal and active about environmental problems.

On average, one American’s energy  

consumption results in a carbon footprint 

equal to that of four Chinese.

What the U.S. Can Do

We’ve got enough wrong  
with our own country without  
trying to tell the Chinese 
what’s wrong with China.

will Rogers, Shanghai 1931 – 1932

Source: Netherlands Environmental Assessment Agency
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Press and Internet Freedom 

All newspapers, TV and radio stations are owned  

by the government, which constrains the availability 

of information in China. There has been a growing 

proliferation of commercial magazines and media  

in recent years, but these tend to focus on entertain-

ment, sports, and lifestyle topics. Chinese writers, 

journalists and broadcasters can cover a much 

broader range of subjects than in the past, as long 

as they refrain from a number of off-limit topics, 

such as: 

Writers who cover such issues may end up being 

harassed or imprisoned. The government also  

censors similar sensitive topics on the Internet 

through its “Golden Shield Project” (also known as 

the “Great Firewall”), but the advent of new media 

technology and applications like online forums, 

chat rooms, blogs, instant messaging and text mes-

saging are nevertheless enabling Chinese citizens 

to access information and exchange news and 

opinions on a wide variety of issues like never be-

fore. A 2008 survey of Chinese Internet users by the 

Pew Internet and American Life Project found that 

over 80% of respondents say they think the Internet 

should be managed or controlled, and almost 85% 

thought the government should be responsible 

for that. Researchers said the numbers reflected 

a concern about the Internet’s negative effects on 

children, and the historical precedent that the state 

has heretofore been the only legitimate authority in 

many aspects of Chinese life.

n Any criticism of the government and the 
Communist Party

n Calls for more democracy, free elections 
or a multi-party state 

n Independence for Tibet or Xinjiang 

n Taiwan independence

n The banned Falun Gong spiritual  
movement 

n The 1989 Tiananmen incident

western states tend to focus on civil and political 

rights, believing that economic and social rights are 

more goals than “rights”. Viewed through this lens, 

issues like the lack of a free press, and the arrest 

and incarceration of dissidents and journalists, 

for example, have been used by critics of China (in-

cluding the U.S. State Department, and groups like 

Human Rights Watch and Amnesty International)  

as examples of how China has not kept its promise 

to improve its human rights record (which it made 

in 2001) when bidding for the 2008 Olympic Games. 

The protests and riots in Tibet in March 2008 have 

only further ignited the human rights debate.

On the other side, Asian countries, developing 

countries, and ex-communist countries, have tended 

to prioritize economic, social, and cultural rights. 

Hence the Chinese government rejects criticism  

of its human rights record, claiming that survival 

and economic development are just as valid human 

rights, and citing World Bank figures of having lifted 

400 million people out of poverty in the last few 

decades as a human rights achievement. China, 

which adopted a constitutional amendment in 2004 

to recognize and protect human rights, also believes 

that progress should be judged relative to its own 

past, and not according to other countries’ standards. 

Supporters also point to the Chinese government’s 

recent rapid response and mobilization to rescue 

and shelter the millions of Chinese affected by the 

Sichuan earthquake, as a fundamental protection  

of Chinese human rights. 

Following is a brief presentation of the different 

views of China’s human rights record. In general, 

while China and its defenders tend to point to how 

far China has come, critics tend to look at how far 

China still has to go. 

Civil and  
Political Rights:

Right to life and liberty

Freedom of expression

Equality before the law

Freedom to  
elect leaders

Economic, Social, 
and Cultural Rights

Right to work

Right to food

Right to education

Right to participate  
in culture

Personal Freedoms 

Judged relative to their own past, Chinese citizens 

today have much greater freedom of control over 

their daily lives, including the freedom to choose 

their jobs, to marry whom they wish, to dress as 

they wish, to own a car and a house, and to travel, 

none of which was allowed 25 years ago. Today, 

ordinary Chinese are much freer to express them-

selves to each other, and even to criticize the gov-

ernment, as long as the criticism is done in private 

and not publicly in the media or on the Internet.

The Two Covenants  
of Human Rights

Political Participation

Although the Chinese do not have multi-party elec-

tions, there has been governance reform, vis-à-vis 

direct elections at the local village level, with the 

potential for such reform to move up to the town, 

county and provincial levels. In mid-2008, the com-

munist party of the booming metropolis of Shen-

zhen was planning on democratic elections for their 

parliament and mayor. China observers note that 

the Chinese leadership is aware that at some point, 

the freedom of people to choose their rulers is  

inevitable as China’s future as a modern developed 

society depends on it, but such reform requires time 

to achieve. In the meantime, China’s top leaders 

have, in recent years, been selected based on their 

accomplishments and performance on the job.
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The issue of human rights stretches 

back for thousands of years, but a 

more universal notion of it became 

codified only when the United Nations 

General Assembly passed the non-

binding Universal Declaration of Human 

Rights in 1948 (UDHR). The UDHR, 

which was written with the input of  

representatives from all continents  

and all major religions, includes both 

civil and political rights (right  

to life, liberty, freedom of expression 

and equality before the law), and  

economic, social, and cultural 
rights (right to work, food, education, 

and to participate in culture). Over  

the years, however, these two sets of 

rights have been split into two different  

covenants (political-civil rights, and 

economic-social rights) in the UDHR. 

Many of today’s arguments about  

human rights stem from this split. 

human
rights

The Two Covenants

“The	world	will	be	safer	if	China,	
the	United	States	and	other	
countries	can	address	human	
rights	and	other	critical	issues	
in	the	community	of	nations	
and	peoples,	not	in	isolation.”

helen zia, journalist  

U.S.A. 2008
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Religion 

China has five officially recognized religious groups: 

Buddhists, Daoists, Muslims, Catholics, and 

Protestants, but allows worship only in its state-

approved churches, temples, and mosques. Though 

exact numbers are difficult to verify, a government-

sponsored survey in 2007 found that nearly one 

quarter (about 300 million) of the population 

are religious believers. The number of Christians 

has been estimated by different groups to range 

from 40 million to 70 million, with the majority 

being Protestants and about 12 million estimated 

The View from America

Since the 1989 Tiananmen Incident when the U.S 

imposed economic sanctions on China for its 

violation of human rights, American presidents 

have often put pressure on China by supporting 

the occasional U.N. resolution condemning 

China’s human rights abuses, and by pressing 

for the release of individual dissidents. Human 

rights advocates charge, however, that ever since 

September 11, 2001, the Bush administration has all 

but stopped pressuring China on human rights as 

the U.S. has sought China’s help in the war on terror. 

Looking Ahead 

human rights will continue to be a sensitive and 

volatile issue for China. The media’s treatment of 

this issue usually reflects the split approach of civil 

and political rights versus economic and social 

rights. Yet, the two sets of rights are inextricably 

linked as they are both included in the UDHR.  

Perhaps the public would be better served if the 

media could avoid the simplistic frames through 

which such complex issues are usually viewed, and 

begin a discussion instead on how the full set of 

rights can be achieved for all nations, East and west. 

The Question of Tibet

The Pro-Tibet Forces:

n Believe that China invaded Tibet  

in 1950 – 1951

n Want Tibetan independence, though the 

Tibetan’s spiritual leader in exile, the Dalai 

Lama, says he no longer seeks indepen-

dence for Tibet but rather autonomy 

n Claim that many Tibetans have been killed 

and tortured by the Chinese

n Claim that economic development not-

withstanding, many Tibetans today are still 

largely treated like second-class citizens 

with incoming Han Chinese taking many of 

the better jobs

n Claim they are not able to practice their reli-

gion because they are required to denounce 

their spiritual leader the Dalai Lama 

n Think China has brainwashed its citizens 

into accepting its propaganda about Tibet

The Pro-China Forces:

n Maintain that Tibet has always been a part 

of China since Mongol rule in the 13th cen-

tury, and that renewed Chinese presence 

after 1950 – 1951 has helped to liberate 

Tibetans from a feudal slave society

n Do not regard the Dalai Lama’s desire for 

greater autonomy as an ethnic, religious 

or human rights issue, but as an attempt 

to split up the country

n Believe that the Chinese government is 

improving the lives of Tibetans by invest-

ing heavily in infrastructure and develop-

ment in Tibet, which has led to a higher 

standard of living for some Tibetans

n Think that Tibetans get more rights than 

even Han Chinese, as Tibetans, like all 

other ethnic minorities, are not subject to 

the one-child policy

n Accuse the Western media and Western 

supporters of Tibet of having a distorted 

overly romanticized view of Tibet as being 

an earthly paradise before the 1950s

Worldwide protests surrounding the March 2008 Tibetan riots and the Olympic Torch relay, and the 

subsequent backlash from the Chinese people over western media coverage of the events point not 

just to the complexity of the issue but also to the dangers of covering it in too simplified a way.  

The following is a brief summary of where each side stands on the Tibetan question. For more details 

and analysis, please visit www.uschinamediabrief.com. 

For more information, please visit 
www.uschinamediabrief.com.

Legal Rights 

Since the 1990s, the Chinese government has 

moved towards strengthening the rule of law in  

China, although there is little consensus even 

amongst legal experts as to what exactly this rule  

of law means in the Chinese context.

SUPPORTERS

n In the last two decades, China has passed laws 

that outlaw the use of torture; provide citizens 

with the right to defense and greater access to 

counsel; better protect the rights of the disabled, 

elderly, women, employees and migrant workers; 

and compensate citizens for wrongful government 

action. None of these laws have existed before. 

n More than 3,000 legal aid centers pro-

viding free criminal legal aid to the poor have been 

established throughout the country since 1996.

n Chinese citizens are increasingly using the courts 

to resolve conflicts in civil and commercial mat-

ters, and also to sue the government, with some 

success, for infringing on their rights in regard to 

issues like land acquisition, relocation programs, 

and labor rights. 

CRITICS

n Critics say in reality, almost 90%of accused 

Chinese still have no access to counsel and over 

99% face conviction, long jail sentences or 

even death.

n Human rights lawyers taking political cases  

often find themselves beaten, harassed, and 

sometimes even put in jail or under house arrest. 

n Critics charge that judges sometimes still tend to 

side with powerful state-owned interests over the 

average citizen.

Commonly cited reasons for the failings of China’s 

justice system include a lack of training, inadequate 

resources, corruption among public officials, limited 

support systems for China’s legal professionals, 

and a the general public’s lack of awareness of their 

rights—all situations that take time to rectify and 

improve upon.

President George W. Bush did encourage Beijing 

in the most recent Tibetan riots to talk to the Dalai 

Lama. In March 2008, the U.S. State Department 

issued a report criticizing China for its poor human 

rights record, but at the time dropping China  

from its top ten list of the world’s worst human 

rights offenders. 

Catholics. Many millions more are thought to 

worship in underground churches. In its quest for 

a “harmonious society,” the Chinese government 

realizes that the practice of religion may be helpful. 

To that aim, it is relaxing some of its state control 

of religious organizations, acknowledging their 

contributions, and encouraging them to further 

social service, as long as these organizations do 

not challenge the authority or the legitimacy of the 

Communist Party.
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For more than 200 years, 
Americans and Chinese have 
played a part in each other’s 
historical, economic, and  
cultural development.

In the 19th century, many Chinese 

migrated to the United States during 

the Gold Rush, and to help build the 

Transcontinental Railroad, even as  

the Chinese Exclusion Act of 1882 

reflected the ambivalence of Ameri-

cans towards Chinese immigrants. 

American missionaries meanwhile 

went to China to convert souls and 

would later end up founding colleges 

and universities that were the precur-

sors to China’s top universities today.

In the 20th century, politics dominated: 

the U.S.-China relationship was largely 

defined by seminal events like the 

establishment of the Republic of China 

in 1911, World War II in which the  

U.S. and China were allies, the estab-

lishment of the People’s Republic of 

China in 1949, the subsequent anti-

communist Cold-War politics of the 

U.S., and eventual rapprochement 

between the two countries.

At the end of the 20th and beginning 

of the 21st century, economics and 

trade are once again dominating  

Sino-American relations: the rise of 

capitalism in China and its vast struc-

tural, political, and economic changes 

are providing the basis for a renewed 

and vigorous U.S.-China relationship.

What Happened When: 
A Timeline

1784	

The	American	cargo	ship	Empress	of	China	

sets	sail	for	Canton	with	a	shipment	of	

ginseng,	thus	beginning	U.S.-China	trade.	

1785	 Earliest	record	of	Chinese	in	the	continental	

U.S.	shows	that	three	seamen	on	the	ship	

Pallas	arrived	in	Baltimore.

1830	 E.C.	Bridgman,	the	first	American		

mis	sionary	to	China,	lands	in	Canton	

(Guangzhou).	A	key	player	in	shaping	early	

Sino-American	relations,	he	becomes	the	

first	American	expert	on	Chinese	society	

while	introducing	the	Chinese	to	Western	

history	and	world	geography.

1842	 The	First	Opium	War	(1840	–	1842)	ends	

with	the	signing	of	the	Anglo-Chinese	Treaty	

of	Nanjing,	which	opens	five	Chinese	cities	

and	cedes	Hong	Kong	Island	to	the	British.	

1844 	 Afraid	of	being	left	out	of	the	spoils	of	war,	

the	U.S.	signs	the	Wangxia	Treaty	of	Peace,	

Amity,	and	Commerce	with	China,	ensuring	

Americans	the	right	of	extraterritoriality	in	

Chinese	treaty	ports	and	the	same	trading	

privileges	with	China	as	other	foreign	powers.	

1848 	

Gold	is	discovered	in	California,	sparking	a	

gold	rush	by	Americans,	immigrant	Chinese	

and	others.	Americans	establish	a	foreign	

concession	in	Shanghai.

1850	 The	Taiping	Rebellion,	a	large-scale	revolt	

against	the	Qing	government,	and	the	

largest	uprising	in	modern	Chinese	history,	

begins.	By	the	time	the	Qing	government,	

aided	by	foreign	troops,	quells	the	rebellion	

in	1864,	around	30	million	lives	are	

estimated	to	have	been	lost.

1863	

Thousands	of	Chinese	workers	recruited	

to	build	the	western	section	of	the	Trans-

continental	Railroad,	which	was	completed	

in	1869,	a	year	ahead	of	schedule.	Anti-

Chinese	riots	start	to	occur	throughout	the	

West	until	the	turn	of	the	century.

1868	 The	Burlingame	Treaty	is	signed	to	facilitate	

trading	and	emigration	between	the	U.S.	

and	China	to	ensure	a	sufficient	supply	of	

Chinese	labor	for	the	railroads.

1879	 American	missionaries	establish	their	first	

university	in	China—Saint	John’s	University	

(today	part	of	Fudan	University)—in	

Shanghai.	In	the	next	50	years,	American	

missionaries	will	establish	a	total	of	13	

colleges	and	universities	in	China	(including	

Nanking	University	and	Yenching	University).

1882 	 The	U.S.	Congress	passes	the	Chinese	

Exclusion	Act,	which	bans	immigration	of	

laborers	(and	their	wives)	from	China	for	ten	

years	and	disallows	them	from	becoming	

American	citizens	through	naturalization.	

Leads	to	a	“bachelor	society”	of	Chinese	

immigrants.	

1885	 	In	the	one	of	the	worst	instances	of	anti-

Chinese	violence,	white,	mostly	immigrant	

miners	attack	Chinese	immigrant	miners	

in	Rock	Springs,	Wyoming	on	September	

2,	killing	at	least	28	Chinese	miners	and	

burning	75	Chinese	homes.

1898	 The	U.S.	Supreme	Court	rules	in	the	Wong	

Kim	Ark	case	that	native-born	Chinese	

Americans	are	entitled	to	constitutional	

protection	as	American	citizens.	

1899	 The	anti-foreign,	anti-imperialist	Boxer	

Rebellion	begins	and	is	stopped	in	1901	by	

an	eight-nation	alliance	including	the	United	

States.	230	foreigners,	including	American	

missionaries	and	9	American	marines,	and	

tens	of	thousands	of	Chinese	are	killed,	

contributing	to	anti-Chinese	sentiment	in	

Europe	and	the	U.S.

1904	 The	Chinese	Exclusion	Act	is	extended	

indefinitely.

1906 	 An	earthquake	and	fire	devastate	San	

Francisco,	destroying	government	records,	

and	allowing	many	Chinese	to	enter	the	U.S.	

as	“paper	sons”	claiming	native	birthrights.

Events that took place in China.

Events that took place in the U.S.
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1910	 An	immigration	station	is	established	

at	Angel	Island	in	San	Francisco	Bay	to	

process	Chinese	immigrants	until	1940.	

About	175,000	Chinese	were	detained.	

1911	 The	Republic	of	China	is	born	under	the	

leadership	of	Sun	Yat	Sen.	Pu-Yi,	the	last	

emperor	of	China,	had	abdicated	in	1910.	

1921	 The	Chinese	Communist	Party	(CCP)		

is	founded	in	Shanghai.

1936	 American	Ruth	Harkness	brings	the	first	

giant	panda	(“Su-lin”)	from	China	to	America.

1937	 Outbreak	of	war	between	Japan	and	China;	

Franklin	Roosevelt	sends	aid	to	the	Republic	

of	China	led	by	Chiang	Kai-shek.	Japanese	

troops	invade	Nanjing	and	massacre	over	

300,000	Chinese;	western	businessmen	

and	American	missionaries	help	shelter	

fleeing	Chinese.	The	Japanese	sink	the	U.S.	

Navy	gunboat	Panay	on	the	Yangtze	River.

1941	

U.S.	declares	war	against	Japan.	From	

1942,	Chinese	Americans	volunteer	and	

are	drafted	into	the	U.S.	armed	forces	to	

serve	in	Europe	and	the	Pacific,	including	in	

China	at	the	Burma-Kunming	front.

1943	 Chinese	Exclusion	Act	repealed	for		

military,	political,	and	economic	reasons,	

but	quotas	remain.

	 Wellesley-educated	Soong	Meiling	(wife	of	

Chiang	Kai-shek),	invited	to	address	the	

U.S.	Congress,	appeals	to	America	for	war-

time	support	against	Japan	and	succeeds	

in	building	American	goodwill	towards	China.

1945	 World	War	II	ends.	Hostilities	between	

Nationalists	and	Communists	explode	into	

open	civil	war.	In	1946,	General	George	

Marshall	tries	to	broker	a	truce	between	

the	Communists	and	Nationalists	but	fails.

1949 	 Chinese	Communists	defeat	Nationalists,	

establishing	the	People’s	Republic	of	China	

(PRC).	The	Chinese	Nationalist	government	

under	Chiang	Kai-shek	establishes	the	

Republic	of	China	with	its	capital	in	Taipei,	

Taiwan.	The	U.S.	recognizes	only	the	

Republic	of	China.

1950	 McCarthyism	and	fighting	between	the	U.S.	

and	the	PRC	in	the	Korean	War	(1950	–	

1953)	lead	to	Chinese	Americans	being	

viewed	as	disloyal	to	the	U.S.	and	a	threat	

to	national	security.	Many	Chinese	

Americans	cut	contact	with	the	PRC.

1965	 The	U.S.	passes	the	1965	Immigration	Act,	

allowing	large-scale	“family	reunification”	

immigration	of	Chinese	to	the	U.S.	for	the	

first	time.	

1966	

The	Cultural	Revolution	isolates	and	

immobilizes	China,	ending	in	1976	with	Mao	

Zedong’s	death.

1971 	 Upon	invitation	from	China,	the	American	

ping	pong	team	becomes	the	first	

Americans	to	officially	visit	China	since	

the	communist	takeover	in	1949.	Henry	

Kissinger	undertakes	secret	missions	to	

Beijing	to	open	relations	with	the	Chinese.

1972	 Richard	Nixon	and	Zhou	Enlai	sign	the	

Shanghai	Communiqué,	pledging	to	work	

towards	normalization	of	relations	between	

the	two	countries.	Nixon	acknowledges	the	

PRC	position	that	there	is	only	one	China	

and	that	Taiwan	is	part	of	China.	

1978	 Deng	Xiaoping	sets	China	on	the	path	of	

economic	reform.

1979	 Deng	Xiaoping	and	Jimmy	Carter	sign	the	

Joint	Communiqué	on	the	Establishment		

of	Diplomatic	Relations,	reestablishing	

official	ties	between	the	two	countries.	

1982	 Chinese	American	Vincent	Chin	is	killed	

in	Detroit	by	two	white	men	who	mistook	

him	for	Japanese	and	blamed	him	for	the	

competition	that	that	had	taken	their	auto-

industry	jobs.

1987	

The	first	American	fast	food	company	

(Kentucky	Fried	Chicken)	opens	in	China.

1989	 China	suppresses	Tiananmen	protests;	

the	U.S.	condemns	the	PRC’s	violation	

of	human	rights	and	imposes	economic	

sanctions,	disrupting	Sino-U.S.	trade	

relations.	In	1990,	President	George	H.W.	

Bush	issues	an	Executive	Order	allowing	

tens	of	thousands	of	Chinese	students,	

visiting	scholars,	and	their	families	to	stay	

on	permanently	in	the	U.S.

1997	 Hong	Kong	becomes	part	of	the	Hong	Kong	

Special	Administrative	Region	(SAR)	of	

China	on	July	1,	under	the	“one	country	two	

systems”	formula.	Two	years	later,	Macau	

reverts	to	Chinese	rule	after	112	years	of	

official	Portuguese	rule.

1999	 Taiwan-born	U.S.	citizen	Wen	Ho	Lee	

who	worked	at	the	Los	Alamos	Nuclear	

Laboratories	is	arrested	on	allegations	

of	giving	U.S.	nuclear	secrets	to	China;	

investigators	later	drop	the	original	

charges,	and	the	judge	on	the	case	

apologizes	to	Lee.

	 The	American-led	NATO	bombing	of	the	

Chinese	embassy	in	Belgrade	severely	

strains	U.S.-China	relations.

	 Wang	Zhizhi	becomes	the	first	Chinese	

basketball	player	to	be	drafted	by	an	NBA	

team	(Dallas	Mavericks).

2000	 Congress	grants	China	permanent	Most	

Favored	Nation	(MFN)	status	in	trade.

2001	 A	U.S.	reconnaissance	plane	lands	on	

Hainan	Island	after	it	collides	with	a	

Chinese	fighter	jet.	The	U.S.	crew	of	24	is	

detained	for	11	days	until	the	U.S.	issues	

the	“letter	of	two	sorries”	to	the	Chinese	

government.	

	 China	gains	entry	into	the	World	Trade	

Organization	(WTO),	and	is	awarded	the	

2008	Summer	Olympics.	China	strongly	

supports	the	U.S.	in	the	war	on	terrorism	

following	the	September	11	attacks.

2002	 Yao	Ming	selected	by	the	Houston	Rockets	

as	the	number	one	pick	in	the	2002		

NBA	draft.

2008	 China	suppresses	Tibetan	protests	and	

riots,	leading	to	a	wave	of	pro-	and	anti-

China	protests	along	the	Olympic	Torch	

route	around	the	world.	A	7.9	earthquake	

hits	Sichuan	Province,	killing	more	than	

69,000.	China	hosts	the	Beijing	Summer	

Olympics.	
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U.S./China
Experts	Exchange:	
Experts in law, labor, political theory,  
media, trade, U.S.-China Relations,  
Chinese Americans, and more

EXPERTS EXChANGE (as of July 1, 2008):

Gordon Chang 
Stanford University

hon. judy Chu 
California Board of Equalization

hon. Mike Eng 
California State Assembly

Stewart Kwoh 
Asian Pacific American Legal Center

Charles Sie 
Nankai International Business Forum 

Ling-chi wang 
UC Berkeley 

Kent wong 
UCLA Labor Center

Charles woo 
Megatoys

Frank h. wu 
former Dean, Wayne State Law School

helen zia 
Journalist and writer

UCLA Faculty Advisors:
Professors 

King-kok Cheung

Cindy Fan

james Tong

Tritia Toyota

Paul Ong

Min zhou 

See the website for additional experts.
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